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For Steve:

Without your encouragement the words would never have been written.




Chapter One

Every woman should feel like a princess on her wedding day; it’s practically the law. As I gaze down at myself in my sparkling dress, a dress that would make Mary Berry’s meringues weep with jealousy at how light and fluffy it is, that is exactly how I feel: like a princess.

My dad’s just about holding it together as we glide into the room to the wedding march. He’s choked up and I think there might even be a tiny glint of a tear in his eye. Walking down the aisle I see all of my friends and close family beaming at me. I know what they’re thinking: that I’m wearing the most beautiful dress they’ve ever seen. All except my aunt Dorian. Her face is full of thunder as I’ve quite possibly upstaged my precious cousin Dawn’s wedding.

And then I notice my handsome groom, my most favourite person in the whole wide world. He’s standing there in his bespoke suit looking sexy as hell. To think in mere minutes I’m going to be Mrs Mark Robinson. The Lemonheads’ song ‘Mrs Robinson’ is playing loudly in my head, drowning out the wedding march.

There’s my mum sitting in the front row looking like the cat that got the cream. I can almost imagine what she’ll be writing in this year’s Christmas-card round robin. All her friends’ kids will be made to feel inferior when they’re shown the photos of me and Mark looking absolutely stunning, at the most wonderful wedding in the world.

The room in the castle looks even more beautiful than I ever could have imagined. The candles flickering in the alcoves give off a dusky glow, and the simple vases of longstemmed white roses adorning the ends of the rows are like the icing on the cake.

Approaching the end of the aisle, I come to a halt alongside Mark. He leans over to me and whispers that I look beautiful, just like Prince William did to Kate. I smile back and gaze into his eyes, which are easier to see than usual because my to-die-for Jimmy Choos make me only an inch or two shorter than him.

I hand my bouquet back to my friend Lou, my maid of honour, who’s dressed in a simple purple empire-line dress, which I love almost as much as my own gown. My sister is standing next to her with my little niece clinging on to her leg and looking angelic and lovely.

This is the happiest day of my life. I. Am. A. Princess.

It is at that blissfully perfect moment that the computer makes the worst sound imaginable. The synthetic crowdcheering noise snaps me out of my daydream and back to my poky little bedroom. The strategic lighting of the candles is replaced by the dim light of an energy-saving lamp, and instead of Jimmy Choos and a Vera Wang wedding dress, I’m in my baggy boyfriend jeans, an oversized woolly jumper, and a pair of cartoon-character slippers.

The words on the screen are there in Day-Glo pink and yellow: Bingo. I was just about to call it. I only had one number to go. This was the game. The game I was going to win. The one which would have allowed me to actually buy the Jimmy Choos. The one that would have got me one step closer to the wedding of my dreams. The wedding in the castle where I’m the most beautiful bride that anyone has ever seen.

And now ‘LuckyLes11’ has won my £500. Goodbye, Jimmy Choos.

There’s a feeling of nausea that creeps over my body when I lose a game of bingo. But the feeling is so much worse when I’m so close to winning that I’m practically spending the money.

Not that I do this often, you understand. Just every now and then. It just happens to be now as while I was waiting for Mark to come home from work, I was flicking through the latest copy of Bridal Dreams and they had these top ten must-have wedding shoes. I fell in love with pair number two and at £550 I thought a cheeky little go of 90-ball bingo might just get me them; you know, if it was meant to be.

Turns out it wasn’t. I bet LuckyLes11 has fat ankles and wouldn’t look good in the Choos anyway. Not that I’m bitter.

‘Shit.’ That’s the sound of the front door slamming. Mark is home.

I log out of Fizzle Bingo quicker than you can say ‘goodbye, Jimmy Choos’ and switch off my private browsing. By the time Mark makes it over the threshold and I hear him kicking his shoes off, I’m idly surfing for books on Amazon. God, I’m quick, or well practised. Either way, I still feel like I’ve just cheated on my boyfriend.

Oh yes, that’s right, my boyfriend. You were expecting me to say my fiancé, right? Seeing as I’ve planned the most wonderful wedding in the world and that I was trying to win myself the money for the perfect shoes.

The truth is we aren’t engaged. But that’s not to say we’re not getting married, as we are. We just haven’t got engaged yet, but we will. We have a wedding fund and everything. Mark, my hopefully soon-to-be-fiancé, is very sensible like that. He has our life planned out in stages and everything.

‘Penny?’

‘Up here.’

‘Are you ready to go?’ he says as he opens the door.

He’s staring at me with a look of horror.

‘Yes,’ I say, peeling back the covers of the bed to reveal I am fully clothed and not half in pyjamas. ‘What?’

Mark sent me a text at work earlier to tell me he’s taking me out for dinner. Which can only mean one thing on a Monday: the all-you-can-eat buffet at our local Indian. For some reason they always have the air-con on, even in winter, and so I’m dressed appropriately, in layers that would give the Michelin man a run for his money.

‘That’s what you pick to wear when I’m taking you out for dinner?’

‘Yes, but I was thinking why don’t we just get a takeaway and watch a movie in instead? We could eat in bed?’

I should probably stress at this point that I detest eating in bed. But there are some things you should know: a) it’s January, b) our little Victorian terrace does not have good central heating, and c) our bed is the comfiest bed on the planet. Pretty much nothing could drag me from my bed at this point. Not even the thought of unlimited poppadoms.

‘In bed? Are you feeling all right? No, come on, I fancy going out. We haven’t been out in ages. And now I’m not revising for my exams I fancy being spontaneous. You know going out on a work night feels slightly naughty.’

‘I could think of other things to do to you if you want to feel naughty.’ I’ll do anything he wants at this point if I can stay in bed. Well, almost anything – I’m no fan of Fifty Shades of Grey.

‘Penelope, get out of that bed and put on a dress. We’re going out.’

Uh-oh. He’s played the Penelope card. I must be in trouble. Before I know it Mark is pulling me off the bed.

‘So if I need to put a dress on, where are we going?’ I say, sighing. If we’re not having curry, I quite fancy pizza, maybe Pizza Express or Ask.

‘I’ve made us reservations at Chez Vivant.’

‘Chez Vivant? How on earth did you get us reservations there?’

My voice has gone up an octave. Chez Vivant, for those not in the know, is the restaurant around the area where I live. It’s the kind of place that the fancy people, who fly in and out of Farnborough in their private jets, eat at before they jet off to their exotic destinations. It has a waiting list as long as your arm and it’s got a number of Michelin stars. Mark and I have never graced it with our presence before.

It is the place I’d always imagined that Mark would take me to pop the question. Suddenly The Lemonheads’ song is playing up-tempo in my head. I’ve started to have palpitations and I’m sure that I’m breaking out in a cold sweat. This is what I’ve been waiting for.

‘I’ve just been assigned their account and in return for sorting out their rather bungled tax return from their previous accountants they’ve offered us a complimentary meal there.’

The Lemonheads on loop comes to a dramatic halt. Suddenly it makes sense. Mark wasn’t about to shell out part of the mortgage on our house to pop the question. He was clearly treating me to a freebie from work.

‘Great,’ I say. I need to keep the disappointment out of my voice. I am still getting to go to Chez Vivant. I can still make my friends weep with jealousy. And a few months ago Posh and Becks were spotted there, so at the very least I can hope to see a Z-list celebrity like someone from TOWIE.

‘Come on. Table’s booked for seven thirty, so we should get a wriggle on.’

‘OK,’ I say. Seven-thirty? I’ve got less than an hour. An hour before we have to leave! Clearly Mark doesn’t understand that you book to have your hair done before you go to a place like Chez Vivant. Less than an hour to get ready is an impossibility.
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Exactly one hour later and we’re walking through the doors of Chez Vivant. It just shows that my teachers at school were right: I would be able to succeed in life if I actually put my mind to it.

For once my frizzy hair allowed itself to be blow-dried straight to within an inch of its life, and so far, thanks to a whole can of hairspray, it is staying up in a chignon.

I’m also dressed in a hideously expensive, I’ll wear it one day, I really will, Mark, dress. And look, here I am wearing it! It has only taken three years, and I don’t know if you’d call that value for money, but it looks amazing. And I’m even wearing a proper cheese-wire thong and a sexy lace strapless bra. Of course both are killing me, but the overall effect is worth it.

It’s just a shame that the shoes I’ve got on are from Next and not the Jimmy Choos that I could have owned if it weren’t for LuckyLes11. I close my eyes. I’m not allowing myself to think about that now. Besides, even if I had won, it isn’t like there is a Jimmy Choo shop in Farnborough I could have raced to tonight to get them.

‘You look so good,’ says Mark as we deposit our coats in the cloakroom, ‘I almost thought about throwing you on the bed and changing my mind about going out.’

Now he tells me! If I’d known all it would have taken was for me to put this dress on to get him to stay in bed, then I would have put it on two hours ago. What am I saying? I’m standing in Chez Vivant!

Inside it is exactly like I’d imagined it would be. Huge glass chandeliers dangling from the ceiling. There are thick red heavy velvet curtains hanging around the outside of the room. There is even a black-and-white movie being projected onto the ceiling. It just screams expensive.

‘We’ve got a reservation, under Robinson,’ Mark says to the maître d’.

I can’t believe how grown-up and confident he sounds in this place. There’s something about walking in here that has made me suddenly feel like I’m a child at an adults’ party. I’m hit with narcissistic thoughts that everyone in the whole restaurant is going to be looking at me as if they know we’re getting our food for free and that we can’t normally afford to eat here.

So much for my celebrity spotting. I’m terrified to even look at anyone for fear they’ll be pricing up my outfit and thinking that my dress is far too many seasons ago to wear.

The maitre d’ nods at us in that discreet posh way, and he leads us across the restaurant. It’s at this moment that I notice the floor. It’s super-shiny black tiling with diamantes buried in it. The lights keep catching the sparkles and they’re twinkling like stars in the night sky. I’d usually be dead impressed, but as well as being super shiny it’s also super slippy, and it seems that I might as well be wearing heels with soles made of ice, as I appear to have absolutely no resistance.

Gone is the panic that people are going to be judging me on my looks. They’re now going to be judging me on the fact that I’m waddling like a duck and doing windmill arms like I’m walking a tightrope. I manage to grab hold of Mark’s arm just as I’m about to do the splits. Not only would I have ripped my amazing dress on its first outing, but with the cheese-wire thong I’m wearing, I’m sure I would have put a lot of diners off their dinner.

‘Here you are,’ says the maître d’, unaware of the Bambion-ice impression I’ve being doing behind his back. He points towards some curtains in the corner and I’m wondering just where he’s taking us. He pulls them open to reveal a velvet-covered booth. Maybe they keep the curtains closed when it’s not in use to make the restaurant seem fuller. I shimmy into the booth. It is almost as comfortable as my bed; maybe it was worth getting out of it after all. As Mark slides in opposite me, the maître d’ shuts the curtains around the booth.

Oh, my God, they really are embarrassed to have us here.

‘Are we like the poor relations?’ I ask. I think it best to make a joke out of it before Mark gets embarrassed.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, he shut the curtains.’

‘Pen, that’s to give us privacy. These booths are for their guests who want their dining to be a bit more discreet.’

‘Oh. Right,’ I say, nodding. ‘I knew that.’

I did not know that. Now we’re going to spend the entire night starving as we’ll never get the attention of the waiter.

Mark presses what looks like a doorbell and seconds later a waiter appears from behind our curtains.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘We’ll have a bottle of the Châteauneuf-du-Pape to start with,’ says Mark.

Having the wine list in front of me at that particular moment makes me gawp at the price. Thank God this is a freebie.

‘An excellent choice, sir. I’ll bring it straightaway.’

Minutes later the waiter is as good as his word and he’s poured me the best wine I’ve ever tasted. Oh, how the other half live! I could get used to this.

‘Here’s to the start of an excellent night,’ says Mark, as he raises his glass.

I chink his glass with mine, making sure we have strong eye contact. The more intense the eye contact the more intense the sex, or so my friend Lou always says.
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By the time my trio of desserts arrives I am full, but there’s no way I am going to leave here without three courses. Especially when someone other than me or Mark is paying. Why is it that food always tastes better when someone else picks up the bill?

Mark presses the little buzzer.

‘I can’t eat another thing, Mark,’ I say, groaning under the weight of my belly.

‘We’ll have a bottle of the Möet,’ says Mark to the waiter.

Möet? There is no way that they are going to give us Möet on a free meal. They’re not that bloody stupid, are they? Or else my boyfriend Mark is the best accountant in the whole world.

‘What did you do that for?’ I hiss over the table.

‘Because, Penny, we are celebrating.’

‘We are?’ I ask. ‘What are we celebrating?’

Maybe we’re celebrating the fact that he has been crowned world’s best accountant. Maybe this will be the start of more amazing free dinners.

‘This,’ says Mark.

Oh. My. God. There it is, in his hands. Stage four of the life plan Mark’s mapped out for us. Aka an engagement ring. A small, perfectly formed, princess-cut diamond that seems to tick all the four Cs, (colour, cut, clarity and carat,) and is by far the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.

‘So will you marry me, Penelope?’

Thank God for the curtains, is all I can say. As the next thing I know I’ve thrown myself at Mark like a desperate woman who thought this day would never come.

‘Of course I bloody will!’

‘Ahem.’

I stop snogging the face off Mark and wipe my mouth, embarrassed, as the waiter is standing next to us, popping open our champagne.

‘Here’s to you, the future Mrs Robinson,’ says Mark, as he raises his glass.

We chink glasses, and this time there is no Lemonheads, only the wedding march ringing in my ears.

I glance down at the ring on my finger. It’s perfectly weighted so that I know I have something ever so special and precious on my left hand. It’s like my whole life my left ring finger has been lacking something, and finally it’s lost its virginity and it feels complete.

I’m just starting to drift into a wedding fantasy where I’m shopping for the perfect dress to match my ring, when I realise Mark is talking to me.

‘We’ll have to get out the bank statements for the wedding fund to see just how spectacular our wedding can be.’

Uh-oh. My cheeks suddenly feel heavy as I push every muscle I can to hold my fake smile in place. Mark can’t see the bank statements, as that’s linked to my bingo account. He’d be able to see all my bingo win payments going in. Even though I’ve probably topped up the account with thousands of pounds of winnings by now, he would never approve of me playing bingo.

‘How about I plan the wedding, honey? I can make it my present to you? Then all you have to do is turn up. It will be like that TV programme, Don’t Tell the Bride, only I won’t tell the groom.’

‘Sounds even better. To us,’ he says, taking a sip of champagne.

‘To us,’ I echo. Oh, bloody hell. There suddenly seems a lot already that I can’t tell the groom.


Chapter Two

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather just go straight to bed?’ I ask. ‘I mean, aren’t we supposed to consummate our engagement? Won’t it not be binding if we haven’t done it?

I look up at Mark in the hope that the lure of getting me naked will be stronger than the urges of the accountant inside him.

‘Come on, we didn’t open them yet so that we could have the big surprise when we got engaged. I want to know just how big this wedding you’re going to plan will be.’

I fail to correct Mark, that we didn’t open the statements because I didn’t want him to see my bingo winnings going in.

‘OK,’ I say reluctantly.

This is not how I imagined the night of our engagement ending up. I imagined we’d spend the time after the proposal screaming down the phone at our nearest and dearest, but as it was after ten o’clock on a Monday night we thought we’d save that pleasure until the next day. Then after shouting from the rooftops, I’d envisaged that we’d probably be so amorous when we got over the threshold that we’d end up having sex on the stairs. Not that I imagine it would be a) very comfortable on our wooden staircase or b) very warm in our poorly heated house. But surely when you get engaged you’re supposed to have acts of passion like that. Checking bank statements did not appear in any of my fantasies. I guess that’s what happens when you’re going to marry an accountant.

I sit on the bed in the spare room in my sexy dress, holdups and Mark’s dressing gown, as he hands me the envelopes for our bank statements.

I take a deep breath. You see, with weddings the difference of five hundred pounds is mammoth. It’s the difference between having, or not having, luxuries like a magician to entertain the guests, or a candyfloss machine and sweetshop stand at the evening reception.

I find the most recent statement from the franked date on the envelope, and I almost wince at it through closed eyes. Does that say fifteen thousand three hundred and fifty-five pounds? A smile breaks out over my face. Fifteen thousand is OK, although I was expecting it to be around twenty thousand. But fifteen thousand will still get me my Vera Wang dress, right?

‘So how much are we talking?’ asks Mark.

I’d almost forgotten he was in the room. I’d been imagining how I was going to eat candyfloss without getting it on my Vera Wang gown.

‘I’m not telling you, Mark. We said we were going to do this “Don’t Tell the Groom” thing, and I think we should take it seriously. Besides, you’d probably do a spreadsheet, and it would be like the whole household expenses fiasco.’

Mark makes an all-singing, all-dancing spreadsheet for our household budget every year. It was depressing enough to discover that we spent £3.50 on toilet rolls every two weeks, but then he manipulated the data into a graph that showed me that it cost £91 a year, and that it literally went down the toilet. That’s a pair of boots!

‘OK,’ says Mark sulkily.

I look down at the statement again and I’m about to drift off into a wedding fantasy once more when I look at the total. I’m sure it said £15, 436.50 the last time I looked, only now it seems to be missing ten thousand pounds. That can’t be right.

‘What’s wrong, Pen?’

In the horror of realising that I’d read the total wrong, a look of panic has replaced my smile.

‘Oh, nothing, I was just feeling a little sad as I realised that my gran wouldn’t be able to see the wedding,’ I say, lying. I’m definitely going to hell after that. Dragging my poor dead gran into things.

Mark supportively rubs my feet in comfort and I try to force a fake smile on to my face again. It’s the kind of face you pull when you’re opening a present that you can just tell you’re going to hate in front of the person who gave it to you. A smile on the face that grows wider and faker, and gets an accompanying head-bob as you pull out the microwavable slippers that smell like your great-aunt.

£5,345.50. How can that be? Our combined bonuses last year came to eight thousand pounds. Why is there only just over half of that amount in there?

Surely Mark hasn’t been helping himself to the wedding fund? What would he have spent the money on? My eyes fall on my beautiful, perfect, sparkly ring. No. Surely not? He wouldn’t have used the wedding fund to pay for the engagement ring, would he? He must know that that was not what the fund was for and that he was supposed to pay for it out of his own account.

Of course he would know that, and besides, I’ve got the debit card for the account. We just thought that when the time came to it I’d be the one spending the money. Which means there has to be some other explanation for where the money has gone to.

I start trying to focus on the payments going out and going in, but there are just so many of them.

Inside I’m freaking out, wondering where the hell my money is, but outwardly I’ve got this painted smile on my face which seems to be making Mark look deliriously happy.

I slowly open some of the other statements, and read them over, doing a head-nod and a smile as I do. I can clearly see the payments made in from both Mark and my bank accounts, but there are all these other debits made to Carnivore Services. That doesn’t ring any bells with me in the slightest. It sounds like some weird male-blooded dating agency or an upmarket butchers. It does not, however, sound like something that should appear on my wedding bank account.

And where are all my payments in from my winnings from Fizzle Bingo?

These are not my transactions. Someone has clearly been stealing from my account and paying this Carnivore company for whatever they do.

What I need to do is march to the bank and demand they sort out the problem for me, only I’ve got nine hours to wait before it opens, and then there’s the small matter that I have to go to work tomorrow. Somehow, showing up late with an engagement ring on my finger, I’m not going to be able to convince anyone I had an emergency doctor’s appointment, or at least without the rumour mill starting that it’s going to be a shotgun wedding.

‘Well, now that we know we’re going to have one great big party, I think we should go and consummate this engagement after all,’ Mark says.

I look up at him, careful to keep up the fake smile. Sex is now the last thing on my mind. Why couldn’t he have just been like any normal, red-blooded male and we could have had the sex in the first place instead of looking at bank statements?

I stuff the statements back into their folder just as Mark begins to run his hands up my thighs. While on the one hand I want to go all Nancy Drew and solve the mystery of the meat-eater and the missing money from our account, another part of my brain is telling me that the bank is going to sort the little mix-up out in no time, and that really I should concentrate on the fact that my fiancé is taking my hold-ups off with his teeth. Yes, I really shouldn’t be worrying. Who knows, the bank might even give us extra money – you know, to compensate for the trauma of what went on. Maybe it will be enough so that I can even have doves released at the wedding.
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It’s depressing enough going to the bank at lunchtime, but it’s even more so when you’ve had to turn down the offer of going to the pub with your work colleagues. They wanted to help celebrate my engagement. Instead I’m having to celebrate it by standing in a queue, along with the whole town of Farnborough, at the bank. I glance at my watch. I’m going to be lucky if I make it to the counter this century, let alone before the end of my lunch break.

I haven’t really given the bank statements much thought since last night. I went to sleep pretty quickly, thanks to the naughty things that Mark did to me and the amount of alcohol we’d consumed. Then today, I’ve barely had time to think of anything other than how lucky I am to have the best engagement ring in the world. Colleagues from all over my office have been coming to admire the diamond dance I’ve now perfected with my hand. But shuffling forward in the queue, I’m growing ever more nervous about the statements. By the time I’ve shuffled all the way to the counter, I’m feeling quite sick. Now I know this could have everything to do with the amount of alcohol Mark and I had last night, but somehow this feels different.

‘Can I help you?’ asks the woman behind the counter in a way that makes me think that she’d rather stab her own eyes out with a fork.

‘I’ve noticed some unusual activity on my account and I think someone’s been spending my money.’

‘Right. Can I have your account details?’

I hand over one of the crumpled bank statements and she taps the number in.

She scrolls down her screen for what seems like hours.

‘Which bit of it is unusual activity?’

‘There are some transactions to Carnivore Services on there and I don’t know who they are, and they’ve taken out an awful lot of money from my account and it’s our wedding fund. I’ve just got engaged, you see.’

‘Ah, that’s sweet.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, flashing my left hand so that my engagement ring catches the light. It seems to have become a default spasm that I do when I announce my engagement to anyone.

‘It appears to be a regular payment,’ the cashier says. ‘And it has been happening since last August. Have you not noticed before now?’

‘No, I don’t usually open the statements,’ I say quietly.

The woman rolls her eyes at me.

‘You know that you’re legally obliged to open them,’ she says sternly. ‘Right. I don’t think I can sort this out. I think I’ll have to make you an appointment with the bank manager. Are you free next week?’

‘No,’ I practically scream. ‘I’ve got to get it sorted today. I mean, it’s imperative. If someone’s been stealing my money, how do I know they’re not going to steal more? You’d think you as a bank would take this seriously.’

I look round to make sure that the other customers are looking, which they are.

Clearly embarrassed at the potential for bad PR, the cashier mutters that she’ll go and see if the manager is free.

A few minutes and a lot of tuts from customers behind me later, the cashier returns. ‘Miss Holmes, would you step this way, please?’ says the bank manager, emerging from the back office.

I give him the biggest smile I can muster. I want to give him the best possible impression of myself to counteract the fact that I probably still stink like a brewery from last night.

‘Now, I’ve had a very quick look at this bank statement and it all seems very standard. It doesn’t really count as unusual activity,’ he says as we sit down in his office. I needn’t have worried about the smell of alcohol coming from me – this office smells of nothing but egg and cress sandwiches, the stinky kind that is not helping with my sick feeling.

‘But I don’t know who Carnivore Services are,’ I say in frustration.

If a company like Carnivore Services doesn’t sound unusual then I don’t know what does.

He sighs so loudly that he causes the papers on his desk to lift and fall. He taps away at his computer. That’s what always disconcerts me with banks. I’m always terrified that they have secret information on there. Or that they’re analysing your account to see whether you buy your knickers from Ann Summers or M&S. Whatever they do on their computers, I always feel like I’ve been violated.

‘Oh,’ says the bank manager.

‘Oh’ is never a good sign. He gives me a look up and down and then he gives me a look of pity. Is it just me, or is he now avoiding eye contact too?

‘What is it?’ I ask.

I put my arms on the chair rest and grab hold of the handles as if I am in an aeroplane during take-off. My knuckles have started to turn white and I start to feel sick again, and this time it isn’t due to my hangover, or the egg smell.

I know exactly what he is going to say. My fiancé Mark has been using a vampire-impersonating escort agency, Carnivore Services; it is the only logical explanation. It had come to me on the drive into town.

The bank manager now knows that I have a cheating fiancé and he is feeling sorry for me. Will I break down in tears right here in this office?

‘It looks like Carnivore Services is …’

Why’s he pausing? This isn’t like the bloody X Factor. There’s no audience here to hold their breath in anticipation. There aren’t going to be any ticker-tape-fuelled explosions and there will be no Dermot O’Leary to wrap his arms around me in consolation. He just needs to spit out the ugly truth.

‘Let me put it another way, Ms Holmes. Have you been using the site Fizzle Bingo?’

‘Well, yes I have, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything. Although that reminds me, their payments are missing from my account. That is one of the reasons why I think that your records are wrong and that my account has got linked to someone else’s by mistake. I think that—’

‘Ms Holmes.’

He’s stopped me mid-flow without letting me explain.

‘Ms Holmes, Carnivore Services is the company that runs Fizzle Bingo. I’ve done a Google search and on their site’s FAQs it tells you that Carnivore Services is how it appears on your bank statement.’

This is all too much to take in. If that was Fizzle Bingo then why was all the money being taken out? Where were my winnings going in? Don’t tell me that they’ve cocked it up their end and I’ve got to try and sort it out.

‘But this can’t be. I mean, I win. I win all the time.’

The bank manager sighed again. ‘Do you also lose?’

‘Sometimes.’ I mean, I do lose. I lose most of the evenings I play, you know, the odd game – but then I win. I’m sure I must win more than I lose. But it is so hard to keep track of exactly what is going on as there are all the people to talk to. Like Bride2BKay who I love chatting weddings with, and then there’s bitchySue and we always slag off the other people who win, privately of course. And then added to that I do fantasise a lot about my wedding and sometimes I realise that I’ve been playing multiple games without realising. That’s the problem when you use auto-dab. It just tells you when you win.

Oh. God. How have I done this?

‘So you’re telling me that I really do only have five thousand three hundred and forty-five pounds left in the account?’

The words are starting to stick in the back of my throat; my throat that has suddenly gone remarkably dry.

‘And fifty pence,’ says the bank manager.

I swallow. Fifty pence? That wouldn’t even get me a packet of confetti.

‘But I don’t understand. I really don’t.’

I look up at the bank manager for words of wisdom. They must have to deal with this stuff all the time, mustn’t they? They are probably like counsellors. The next step will be for him to make me a strong cup of coffee and we’ll work out my options. Maybe I could invest my remaining five grand in a high-interest bond. Mark and I haven’t even set a date yet; I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time before the big day. And between now and then I could be super-good and not buy anything for myself and the money would be topped up in a jiffy. Or I could try and win the money back by playing bingo …

‘Right, Ms Holmes. I’m actually at lunch, so if you wouldn’t mind.’

He’s pointing at the door. I think he actually wants me to leave.

‘But aren’t you going to talk me through what happened? Go through my account with me and tell me what options I have? You know, savings account, high-interest bonds?’

‘High interest? You’re having a laugh. There isn’t anything high interest in this economy. Look, if you’re looking for advice you’ve come to the wrong place. I’m not an agony aunt.’

‘But what am I supposed to do? I’m supposed to be planning a wedding.’

‘Look, love, I’m afraid I can’t help you. If I were you I’d buy a lottery ticket. Or, thinking about it, with your gambling habit that is probably not a good idea.’

Hey, I scream in my head. I’m not some addict. That makes me sound all seedy and dirty. All I did was play a bit of bingo online while watching TV. That is hardly in the same league as men who spend all day in the bookies’.

He reaches into his drawer and hands me a business card.

‘Citizens Advice?’ I say, reading it out loud.

‘Yep, go and see them. They’ll make you feel better.’

He is actually standing up now and I really can’t stay in the bank any longer. Walking back out I don’t know what I am going to do. How am I going to tell Mark that I have lost over ten thousand pounds on online bingo?

Mark always laughs when those adverts for bingo come on TV and he says ‘Who would be sad enough to play that?’ I always laugh along, thinking, Just wait until we have the most amazing wedding and then I’ll tell you about the bingo.

Only there’s not going to be a wedding as we’ve only got five grand. Not unless we elope, but then both our sets of parents would disown us.

What am I going to do? Then it hits me. We’ll just get married next year. Who says we have to get married soon anyway? We’ll put it off a bit and I’ll save my arse off.

Yes, that will be it. A wedding next year. What’s the rush? We’ve got plenty of time until we need to start thinking about stage five of our life plan (get married) and stage six (have babies). Plenty of time indeed.


Chapter Three

‘This summer?’ I splutter. A cold sweat starts appearing over my forehead, which has nothing to do with my hangover from our impromptu engagement celebrations with our friends last night, and every bit to do with the bank statements. ‘The summer, later on this year?’ I ask again, just to make sure that I’ve heard her right.

‘That’s right, Penny,’ says Nanny Violet.

‘But surely that won’t give us enough time to plan?’ I say in horror. Or save up to replace the money I’ve lost playing internet bingo.

‘Of course it will. In my day people got married a few weeks after announcing their engagement. Of course, in my day people saved themselves for when they got married.’

My cheeks start to burn in shame, as they do every time Nanny Violet mentions us living in sin. She’s not been our biggest supporter in that field. She rarely sets foot in our terraced house. I think she’s worried she’ll be struck down by the evil that clearly resides inside.

‘Things are a bit different now,’ says Mark, reaching over for his second mini Battenberg. ‘You have to book your venue quite far ahead.’

I smile at Mark and my heartbeat starts to return to more of a normal resting pulse, rather than racing like in a spinning class.

‘We were thinking it’s going to be sometime next year,’ I say. I’ve gone through it in my head, and if I save really hard, like over five hundred pounds a month, then I’ll have replenished the wedding fund. I haven’t really given a lot of thought to how I’m going to save five hundred pounds a month but I’m sure I can make some cutbacks somewhere. I probably don’t need to have my hair dyed – isn’t the odd hint of grey fashionable these days? And I’m sure I could stop buying shoes. No, really, I could stop buying shoes.

‘Oh no, Penny, that just won’t do. I don’t think I’ve got that much time left.’

Mark’s nan is always a bit of a doom-and-gloom merchant when it comes to talking about the future. I think it’s her way of making everyone go and visit her more. Just in case it is the last visit. I hope I’m not that morbid when I’m eighty-eight.

‘But next year would give us time to plan and give us our choice of venue.’

‘No, next year won’t do at all. I couldn’t bear to die knowing that I wasn’t going to see my youngest grandson get married, and you wouldn’t want to get married without me, would you, Mark?’

I wasn’t aware that I had to plan my wedding date around Nanny Violet. I look over at Mark. Surely he’s going to step in and put his manly foot down? But upon looking at him I realise which woman in the room he’s going to listen to.

‘Don’t worry, Nan, we can bring it forward. Can’t we, Pen?’

I’m about to argue how we couldn’t possibly, but it seems like Mark’s question was rhetorical.

‘I’m sure we could get somewhere for September or October, a nice autumnal wedding.’

I try not to get too caught up in an autumnal-themed wedding fantasy with me in a dark ivory dress and my bridesmaids in brown or burnt orange dresses, with dried flowers in our hair. Before I mentally plan the flowers, I stop myself. We can’t possibly get married in September or October, no matter how great the autumnal theme could be. Unless we take it to extremes and have the wedding in a forest, and we do a variation on harvest festival from our school days where you bring cans of food with you, only this time we cook and eat them rather then giving them to the needy.

But before I can protest that that is far too soon, Nanny Violet is back to her head-shaking.

‘No, no, no, Mark. That’s far too far away. You really are going to have to do it sooner, like May.’

May? What is Nanny Violet trying to do to me? At this rate I’ll be the one in danger of not making it to our wedding, if my racing heart is anything to go by. May is only three and a half months away. There is absolutely no way we can get married in three and a half months.

‘Is there something you’re not telling us, Nan?’ asks Mark. I can see the look of concern written all over his face.

‘I just think you’d be better off having a wedding in May.’

‘Well, that will be fine, won’t it, Pen? We all know you’ve got the wedding planned out on your mood boards and Pinterest, anyway.’

I shoot a look at Mark and wonder what else he knows about my secret wedding planning. If he knows about Pinterest, maybe he knows about my online memberships to Confetti and Hitched. And if he knows about them, what if he knows about the bingo? But I shake my head. If he knew about that there wouldn’t be a wedding to plan at all.

‘That is a relief then,’ says Violet, staring directly at me.

There’s something in the way she’s looking at me that makes me think she knows what I’ve done. It’s like she knows that I am a bad egg her grandson shouldn’t marry. Maybe this is a test.

‘Yes, May is it then,’ I say, holding Violet’s gaze to show her I’m not scared. ‘I can plan a wedding in that time. It will be no problem at all.’

‘Splendid,’ says Violet, as I try to come to terms with what I’ve just agreed to.

If only I could share her enthusiasm.
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To be honest I don’t quite know why I agreed to take Nanny Violet to the library. I should have just run as far away as possible from her. I guess I naively assumed that I’d be able to use the time in the car to try and push the date of the wedding back. Even if we went for Mark’s autumnal suggestion I might be able to save some of the money.

‘Right, Penny. It will take me about half an hour to choose my books. Is that OK?’

I glance at my watch. I’ll never make it back in time for the Saturday afternoon Midsomer Murders repeat now. ‘Yes, Violet, take your time.’

Violet walks off with a spring in her step that makes me doubt that she’s an eighty-eight-year-old who won’t be with us next year.

It’s been years since I last set foot in a library, and I look around to see if it’s changed. It still gives me that I’m-scared-to-breathe-too-loudly feeling, but somehow there’s something comforting about the space. I walk around seeing if anything takes my fancy – and then I see a sign on the door ‘Citizens Advice’. I remember the card the bank manager gave me and what he said about them being able to help me.

I walk across to the door, looking over my shoulder to check that Nanny Violet isn’t watching, and when I see the sight of her blue rinse over in the large print section, I hurry through it.

I wait outside on an uncomfortable plastic chair, and it isn’t long until a woman pokes her head out of an office door.

‘Do you want to come through?’

I follow her into the little office and sit down opposite her. This time the chairs are more comfortable; it’s like I’m progressing to the headmaster’s office.

‘So what can we do for you?’

I had expected the woman to be older, but she is probably only in her mid-thirties. I’d pictured a little old lady dispensing the wisdom.

‘Well, I sort of need financial advice.’

‘OK. Are you in debt?’

‘Not really.’

‘You either are or you’re not.’

‘Not, then,’ I say for clarification. Blimey, this woman isn’t taking any prisoners.

‘Well, what financial problems are you in then, if not debt?’

‘I’ve lost ten thousand pounds.’

‘Ten thousand of your pounds?’

‘Yes. Well, I had joint access to it.’

‘Hmm, yours and … ?’

‘My fiancé,’ I say, doing my obligatory diamond-waving dance, then instantly regretting it.

‘Right,’ says the woman as if I’m completely nuts. ‘So you said you lost ten thousand pounds. How did you lose it?’

‘Bingo.’

‘You lost ten thousand pounds playing bingo?’

It really does sound bad when you say it out loud like that. I can’t bring myself to say anything, that’s how embarrassed I am right now. My eyes are firmly fixed on the old brown carpet and I just nod my head.

‘I see. Well, that isn’t very good, is it? Right, so you have a gambling addiction.’

‘I’m not an addict.’

I’d like everyone to know I’m not an addict. It isn’t like I couldn’t give up the bingo. I’m sure I’d be able to give it up just fine.

‘You lost ten thousand pounds at bingo. I take it not in one go?’

I shake my head.

‘I’m afraid to tell you this, but I do think you are probably addicted to it. When was the last time you gambled?’

‘A couple of nights ago.’

Don’t hate me, I just needed to play once more before I quit. Just in case I could somehow win back all my money and then there wouldn’t be a problem.

‘So what was the ten thousand pounds? You said you weren’t in debt, so was it ten thousand pounds of savings or from your current account?’

‘Savings.’

‘OK, so what do you need advice about?’

All those questions and she still can’t tell me what I need to know.

‘I want to know how I can recover the money. My fiancé and his nan want us to get married in May, and I want to know how I can make five thousand pounds suddenly pay for a twenty-thousand-pound wedding.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you with that. Would you like to know about support groups and Gamblers Anonymous?’

‘I’m not a gambler.’

‘Look, you seem like a nice girl.’

I sit up a bit straighter at that compliment.

‘But you have to realise that you have obviously got a problem. Whether you’ve got it under control or not, it is a pretty big deal. Now, I suggest that you go to a counsellor or Gamblers Anonymous. Or at the very least a support group.’

I wince at the fact that she keeps calling me a gambler. Gamblers are people with actual problems. Like last year when a guy in our office gambled so much that he had his house repossessed. It was awful. I had to help him arrange temporary accommodation and help with the paperwork as he filed for bankruptcy.

The advisor reaches down into a drawer and gives me an A5 flyer for a local gamblers’ support group. I take it to be polite – I can always throw it away as soon as I get out of the office.

‘Can’t you help me?’ I ask, pleading. The bank manager sent me here and now she’s going all slopey shoulders on me, too. What is it with these people?

‘I’m afraid I’m not a counsellor. I’m just here to give you advice. Like seek help.’

‘Great,’ I say sarcastically. I hadn’t meant it to come out that way.

‘I’m sorry, but I’m doing the best I can for you.’

Now she is making me feel guilty.

‘No, I get that, I do. I’m sorry, it’s just all coming as a bit of a shock to me. You see, this isn’t very me. I don’t usually do things like this.’

The woman is nodding her head as if she’s heard it a million times before.

‘No, I mean it. It isn’t like me at all. We were saving for our wedding and we were being sensible. It all started when Mark was studying for his accountancy exams in the evenings and I would think of the wedding and how Mark could contribute more for it than I could. One night I just thought I’d try another way to help out.’

I wish she would stop nodding her head; she is reminding me of one of those nodding dogs you put in your car – the ones that freak me out.

‘Well, why don’t you postpone the wedding until you can save up? I take it your husband-to-be knows about your gambling.’

I can’t meet her eyes as I don’t want to see her look of disapproval.

‘Don’t you think it might be best if you started by confiding in him?’

‘Look, I just need some advice about the money,’ I say, ignoring her. There’s no way I can tell Mark. No way at all.

‘OK,’ says the woman, sighing. ‘While I usually talk to people about managing debts, maybe we could talk about how you’re going to budget your money, if you’re not going to postpone your wedding. Have you given budgeting any thought?’

‘Not really. I did try to look into investments and interest rates in the week, but I’m never going to be able to scale my money up four hundred per cent in three months.’

‘OK,’ says the woman after a long pause. She starts to talk to me like she is talking to a simpleton. ‘How about you budget your wedding for five thousand pounds?’

I laugh out loud. I laugh like it is the funniest thing anyone has ever said. A wedding for five thousand pounds. Is she kidding? I look up at her face. Evidently she is not kidding.

‘How do I do that?’

My palpitations have started again. I’m beginning to panic and my breathing is getting shallower. I am starting to feel like I’m slowly suffocating.

‘I think it would help you if you made two lists. At first, why don’t you write out exactly what you would like – a dream budget – if you will.’

That would be easy. I could practically give that to her off the top of my head, I know it so well.

‘OK, that’s easy.’

‘Yes, that one always is. Then in the next budget why don’t you try to forecast using the funds that you actually have.’

‘But I’ve got to shave off sixteen thousand pounds. How am I supposed to do that?’

‘Start with making a list and put things under columns of essential, nice extras and luxuries. Then you can go through the essentials and find if there are ways to make them cheaper.’

‘Like how? Get married in a sack?’

‘No, like buy a cheaper wedding dress. Marriage is not all about the wedding, you know.’

Tell that to the magazines I’ve been subscribing to for the last two years. I don’t want to come across as a bridezilla as I am totally in touch with reality. It is just that I do want to have a princess wedding. I don’t want to scrape by with only the essentials.

‘Here,’ she says. She reaches down into her desk of everhelpful leaflets and she hands me one marked Budget yourself out of debt.

‘Catchy title,’ I say.

‘Unfortunately, it’s our most popular leaflet. It’s slightly different for you as you’re not in debt but the principles are the same. It is all about making a budget and sticking to it. Now, is there anything else I can help you with? Perhaps you want to do some volunteering work to fill your time to stop you gambling?’

Has this woman not heard me? I’m trying to make money, not give myself away.

‘I don’t think so,’ I say attempting to be polite.

‘Well, if there’s nothing else?’

‘No,’ I say. She’s already ruined my dreams of a castle wedding and made me feel like I ought to be appearing on The Jeremy Kyle Show.

‘Great. Well, good luck with the wedding,’ she says.

‘Thanks,’ I mutter, pushing the leaflets into my pocket.

What on earth am I going to do now? Thoughts of Mark flash through my mind. You see, it’s his wedding that I’m messing up too. I’ve told him that I’ll plan him this utterly spectacular wedding and I’ve totally fucked up. I’ve wasted our hard-earned money on empty dreams. And now we’re going to be eating something like baked beans on toast for our wedding breakfast.

I go back into the main library and sit, trance-like, at one of the research tables. I cast my eyes over the budgeting leaflet the woman gave me. I don’t usually do budget forecasting, working in HR, but this leaflet seems to suggest that it isn’t that difficult. I take a pen out of my bag and start writing down the essentials.

I’ve already blown my budget by the time I’ve written wedding dress (£3,000), suits and bridesmaid dresses (£1,500) and reception entertainment (£2,000). I continue writing my list, incorporating venue hire, catering costs, alcohol, cars, and before I know it I’m looking at my dream budget of £21,000.

I take a deep breath and try desperately to channel some inner calm from my yoga classes. My pen hovers over the wedding dress total. I can’t take any money off that now, can I? I mean, that’s the only wedding dress I’m ever going to wear.

But amazingly I do manage to shave something off each of the other totals. I mean, Mark doesn’t need a bespoke suit made in Savile Row, does he? Surely we could hire his suit? And I’m sure the bridesmaids wouldn’t mind a dress from Coast rather than made-to-measure ones. And maybe we don’t need a hundred guests. If we had, say, eighty, we’d save on both the catering and the alcohol costs. See? I’m a savvy saver after all.

But after doing the calculations, the figures still don’t add up to anything manageable. I know what I have to do. My pen hovers over the wedding dress total and I have to use both hands to put a cross through it. There goes any hope of a designer dress.

I look down at my budget on the page and I wince in horror.



	Wedding dress – Vera Wang
	£3,000
	£1,000



	Suits/bridesmaid dresses
	£1,500
	£700



	Venue
	 
	£4,000



	Catering – 100 80 guests @ £80 per head
	£8,000
	£6,400



	Alcohol
	£1,000
	£800



	Entertainment: band, and DJ
	£2,500
	£1,500



	Misc. (favours/cars/presents/etc)
	£1,000
	£700



	Total:
	£21,000
	£15,100







I’m practically weeping. If I had never played any bingo, then that would have been the budget for my wedding. And that looks totally doable. But now, thanks to my flirtations with Fizzle Bingo, that’s £10,000 over budget. Damn my attempts to get over twenty thousand pounds! If I hadn’t been so obsessed with having a Vera Wang wedding dress, we could have had a lovely wedding.

The more I look at the numbers, the more I can’t see how I am going to skim anything else off this wedding. Really, I can’t. The figures look as squeezed down as I can make them.

Which leaves me with only one other option. I somehow have to find £10,000 without Mark knowing about it. Great. Another secret to add to my ‘don’t tell the groom’. I do the maths on the calculator on my phone. I just have to save £3,300 every month until the wedding. Which would never happen, as for starters I don’t get paid anywhere near that. Unless I got a second job, but how could I do that without Mark finding out? I work full time as it is.

Too bad that Carnivore Services didn’t turn out to be a real escort agency or else I could have gone to them for a job. I am just going to have to find another way to come up with the cash.

‘Are you all right, Penny?’ says Nanny Violet, coming up behind me. She is giving me a curious look.

‘Fine, thanks,’ I reply through gritted teeth. I know it’s not her fault that I’m not going to have the wedding of my dreams, but I can’t help feeling a little bit resentful towards her and her suggestion of a May wedding.

‘I picked up a book for you,’ says Violet, handing it to me.

It’s a WI wedding planning book circa 1970.

‘Thanks.’

‘You’re welcome, dear. Should be a doddle planning the wedding with that.’

I look at Nanny Violet and I wish that were true, but somehow I feel that my wedding planning is going to be anything but a doddle.


Chapter Four

‘So when’s the big day then?’ asks Jane.

I’m about to throttle her, but then I realise that she’s brandishing a bottle of Veuve Clicquot. I imagine in a struggle that she’d drop it and that would clearly be a waste. Instead, I restrain myself and take the bottle and give her and her husband Phil air kisses.

‘Give the woman a chance - they’ve only just got engaged,’ says Phil.

Thanks, Phil. At least someone is talking some sense.

‘Whatever, honey. After all our years of marriage you still don’t understand women, and you obviously don’t know Penny that well either. She’s been planning the wedding secretly for years.’

I clearly only have myself to blame for the fact that this is the only topic on people’s minds when they see me now. I used to talk weddings a lot before we got engaged, so people just assume that I’m steamrolling ahead with the planning, and they think it’s perfectly acceptable to press me for the details like when, where, and what I’ll be wearing.

‘Now, let me see that ring,’ says Jane, grabbing my hand before I can do the obligatory wave. I don’t need to worry about trying to make the diamond sparkle in the light – she’s pulling my hand this way and that to inspect my ring.

‘Excellent choice,’ Jane says to Mark as she walks into our hallway.

‘Thanks,’ says Mark, beaming with pride. ‘Do you want to come on through?’

We gravitate to the lounge while Mark opens up a bottle of Prosecco that’s been chilling in the fridge. I perch on the arm of the sofa and try to tell myself that Jane is not judging me. Just because she and Phil live in a fancy-pants five-bedroom house that’s practically a mansion does not mean to say she’s judging my living room or what I’m wearing. She’s the only woman that would warrant me changing my outfit three times before I settled on something, aka, ran out of time. I’m now wearing a pair of Karen Millen jeans I bought in a sale once and a chunky Warehouse knit. It’s about a million miles away from my usual Saturday slobbing of bleach-stained tracksuit bottoms and a hoodie.

‘So are we waiting for Louise and Russell?’ asks Jane, as she looks curiously at the vases by the fireplace. I bet she just instinctively knows they’re from Asda.

Yes, thank goodness, I almost say.

‘Yes, they should be here any minute,’ I say, glancing at my watch. I told them to come half an hour ago, so by their late meter they should be arriving any second now.

Please don’t think I hate Jane, as I don’t. Mark is Phil’s best mate, and therefore I’ve got to know his wife Jane pretty well over the last few years. It’s just that she’s always impeccably dressed, she never has a hair out of place and her roots never need touching up. She just always makes me feel so ordinary and like the poor relation, which means it takes me a while to relax around her when we’re the only females in the room. Lou, on the other hand, is my best friend and she’s like the anti-Jane: as down to earth as you can get.

I’m never entirely sure whether it’s a good idea to have them in the same room together, but as Phil is best-man-to-be and Lou is maid-of-honour-to-be, we thought it might make for a nice lunch. Or at least Mark did when he invited them when we were out drinking to celebrate our engagement. Personally I’m still trying to avoid all things wedding until I work out how to beg, borrow, or grow a money tree to the value of ten thousand pounds.

‘I want to hear all the details about your proposal then, Phil tells me it was at Chez Vivant. Such a lovely restaurant. I always go for the venison, what did you have, Penny?’ asks Jane.

I’m about to reply when I hear the doorbell ring. I’m saved from having to declare that I boringly went for the steak with pepper sauce. In my defence it’s one of my favourite foods, and to be fair to Chez Vivant and its mammoth price tag, it was worth every penny.

‘Be back in a minute,’ I say, dashing off to let Lou and Russell in. I take a moment in the hallway just to revel in the silence and the lack of wedding-related conversation. Unfortunately for me we’ve got a big frosted glass pane and I know that they can see me lurking out here.

‘Hey, hey, hey, lovely,’ says Lou as I open the door.

She hands me another bottle of fizz and I take them through to the lounge, where there’s more kissing and drink-pouring. Since leaving the room, much to my relief, the topic has changed to Phil and Jane’s annual pilgrimage to an exotic destination that the rest of us can only dream of. This year, they’ve apparently booked to go to the Turks and Caicos islands. Cue lots of ‘if only’ looks between me and Lou.
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The lunch has passed in a haze of too much food, or in my case, too much wine. The boys are like naughty schoolboys when they are together and today they’re on fine form with banter flying around everywhere.

‘So, we haven’t talked about your wedding yet,’ says Jane.

I nearly spit out my dessert, but then I remember the fight I had to secure the last box of profiteroles from Marks and Spencer’s and I try to keep them in my mouth as a sign of respect.

‘We can’t talk about the wedding. Well, not in front of me,’ laughs Mark.

Yes! Thank you, Mark. This ‘don’t tell the groom’ thing might not be so bad after all.

‘What are you talking about?’ asks Jane. Her gaze flicks from me to Mark like she is watching Olympics table tennis.

‘Penny thought it would be fun if she organised the wedding herself. You know, like the TV programme Don’t Tell the Bride, but we’re doing “don’t tell the groom”.’

‘That is a legend idea,’ says Phil. ‘I wish I hadn’t known anything about our wedding. The run-up to it, with Bridezilla over there, was a nightmare.’

Oh no, you didn’t, Phil. Jane’s face is like thunder. She has just stabbed a profiterole with such ferocity that the cream has gone flying on to my nice clean tablecloth.

‘Well, I’m sure I’ll know some things. Like when it is, I hope,’ says Mark. He is clearly trying to lighten the mood as a veil of tension has cloaked the dining room.

‘I thought it would be a fun idea,’ I say, with a nervous laugh.

‘I think it’s a great idea,’ says Lou. ‘Why don’t we get the men to clear away the table and we’ll go into the lounge and natter about it?’

I think that was Lou’s way of creating some female solidarity for Phil’s comments on the wedding. The boys, all of them, are now in the doghouse and I can see Mark and Russell giving Phil a ‘way to go’ look.

‘Great,’ I say. I don’t actually mean it as I quite fancy hiding in the kitchen so that I don’t have to talk about our soon-to-be non-existent wedding. But as the tension between Jane and Phil is practically suffocating us, escaping to the lounge seems like the only thing we can do.
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‘So what venues have you been to see?’ asks Jane, clapping her hands together as she settles into the armchair.

‘I haven’t yet.’

‘Oh, well Phil said that Mark told him the wedding was going to be in May.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Surely all the good venues will be booked already?’

I almost do an air-punch. That is exactly what I am hoping for.

‘I guess I’ll have to see what’s available,’ I say.

‘So you’re seriously not going to tell Mark where the wedding is going to be? He gets no say in it?’ asks Jane.

‘Yeah, I think it will be fun.’

‘It will be a lot of work. Weddings are very laborious and stressful.’

I happen to know for a fact that Jane had a wedding planner to organise her entire wedding, in true American style. That’s what happens when you get married in a Four Seasons Hotel. They took care of everything, and I’m not just talking about the venue and the catering, but the flowers, the honeymoon, the hairdressers – everything.

I sneakily look at Lou and she is suddenly taking a great interest in my curtains. Her mouth is turned up at the side and I can see she is trying not to laugh.

‘Well, I’m up to the challenge,’ I say confidently, even though inside I am far from confident. They have no idea just how challenging it is going to be for me.

‘I know, why don’t we help you? Let’s help you draw up a list of venues that you could go and see,’ says Jane.

‘Yeah, that would be a great idea. We could make appointments and go and see them,’ Lou chips in.

‘Um, I’m sure that we have better things to be talking about. Besides, the boys will be back from the kitchen in a minute. It can’t take that long to load the dishwasher,’ I say in desperation.

‘We’ll send the boys off to the pub,’ suggests Lou.

I want to go to the pub. Maybe I can leave Lou and Jane here to discuss the wedding without me, and I’ll go and join the boys.

‘Did I hear the word pub?’ Phil asks as he walks back into the room.

‘Yes, we’re going to help Penny with the wedding,’ says Jane, sounding like an ice maiden.

Phil is definitely in the doghouse. I would not want to be in their car on the way home. Phil scurries out of the room, presumably to tell the other boys, as before we know it they’ve said their goodbyes and they’re off.

‘Right, Penny. Get your laptop and some paper.’

I feel like I should salute Jane as I pass, but instead I go ahead and do as she commands. Within minutes I’m back sitting on the sofa, trying not to weep at the places Jane is Googling.

‘Didn’t you always want to get married in a castle?’ asks Jane.

‘Yes, a castle in Scotland, wasn’t it, Pen? With a ceilidh band?’ says Lou.

Why did I tell everyone about my fantasy wedding? We’d barely be able to afford the flights and the accommodation now, let alone hiring an actual castle.

‘We’ve decided to stay local you know – make it easier for the guests. We don’t want everyone having to fork out for flights and accommodation.’

Oh, how considerate I suddenly am of other people. I’m a terrible person for telling such lies.

‘Thank goodness for that. I was secretly worried about getting all the way up there,’ says Lou.

‘Right, local then,’ says Jane.

The images of fairytale Highland castles are replaced with the Google screen again. Jane types in the Four Seasons hotel where she got married and I just manage to squeak the word ‘budget’ to her. I think Jane registers what I say as the screen is now back to Google and search results are for wedding venues in Surrey.

‘Ooh, this looks promising,’ says Jane, gasping.

‘The Manor, Surrey,’ I say, reading it out loud. It rings a bell but I’ve never been there before.

‘They have wedding packages,’ says Jane.

It’s like she’s saying to me, this place is cheap as they actually list their prices on the internet.

‘Right, Lou, here are the figures.’

Jane starts telling Lou – who has been given the job of scribe – the figures. There is much too much money flying about for my liking. But it’s hard to work it out as the packages are priced per head rather than giving separate prices for the venue and catering. But some of them do sound affordable.

‘How many guests are you having?’ asks Lou.

‘Eighty.’

‘Oh, I love a small wedding,’ says Jane.

Eighty people is not small, is it? I thought small was just the two of you getting married on a beach somewhere, or only having your witnesses in attendance. Eighty people does not sound small to me, especially not at over a hundred pounds a head.

‘Right, then. For the Diamond package, you’re looking at £13,600. That’s very good, isn’t it?’ says Lou.

‘And it includes chair covers!’ shrieks Jane.

Great. The chairs were going to be better dressed than me as with those prices I’d be in a bin bag.

‘Um, yes. What about the other packages?’ I ask.

By others I mean cheap, and Jane knows that.

‘OK. Well skipping over the platinum, the gold works out to be £130 per head,’ she says.

‘Right, so that’s £10,400,’ says Lou, using her phone to do the calculation.

‘Now, that is excellent value,’ says Jane. ‘I can’t imagine you’ll beat that in a hurry.’

A lump appears in my throat and suddenly I am finding it very difficult to swallow.

‘So that’s for the venue, the food and the drink?’ I manage to say.

‘Yes, what a bargain! I think you might have found your venue,’ says Jane. ‘Let’s phone them and see if we can go and look around.’

‘No! We can’t!’ I practically scream. Shit, I must think of a reason why we can’t go and see it right now. ‘I promised my sister and my mum that they could come with me to see the wedding venues. And I’ve been drinking wine. I wouldn’t want to get too carried away now, would I?’

‘Of course, I totally understand,’ says Jane. ‘Well, let’s see, what else can we help with? What about florists? I know a darling little florist. Let me see …’

The website loading on the screen looks beautiful and, oh my, there are examples of bouquets that they’ve made for weddings.

‘Now, look, here’s a guide price list.’

‘Holy crap! Is that how much a bouquet costs? For a few flowers?’ I shout in horror.

Jane looks alarmed that I’ve sworn. I think I might need to up my budget for flowers. A bouquet just for me alone looks like it is going to be £300. No wonder no one throws them any more.

‘Penny, are you OK? You’re looking kind of pale,’ says Lou.

Now that she’s mentioned it I don’t feel very well. In fact, I think I’m going to faint. I suddenly can’t breathe and I think I’m dying. No, I don’t think I’m being dramatic. I actually cannot breathe.

Aren’t they going to help me? Surely they can see I can’t talk. I start flapping my arms around.

‘I think she’s having a panic attack,’ says Lou, running out of the lounge.

Great, some help Lou is! She’s supposed to be my best friend and here she is allowing me to die in front of Jane, of all people. Before I know it Lou’s back and she’s shoved a paper bag into my hand; it looks suspiciously like the one that the bottle of fizz she brought came in.

‘Breathe into the bag; it will help you,’ says Lou.

Funnily enough it does seem to help, but even when my breathing returns to normal, I still can’t imagine how I am going to pull this wedding off without giving myself a massive coronary.

However inventive I was, or even if I moved it to a Monday when no one would want to come, there is no way that I am going to be able to get my dream wedding on my meagre five thousand pounds.

‘Perhaps you’re feeling a little overwhelmed by the wedding. People get like that,’ says Jane.

I’m about to give her a mean look but then I remember that she practically had a nervous breakdown during hers. Maybe she is right; maybe I’m just overwhelmed.

‘What about getting some help? You could get a wedding planner like I had,’ she says.

A list of wedding planner websites appears right before my eyes. I had no idea that they existed in the UK. I could have my very own JLo organising my wedding. But then I remember in that film she stole the groom. I wouldn’t want anyone stealing my groom.

But then again, maybe a wedding planner would be able to make my wedding budget stretch even further and it would reduce the necessity for me to carry a paper bag to cope with my hyperventilating.

‘So how much do you think one of those would cost?’ I ask. Surely it’s got to be worth a go.

‘I think usually you pay about ten to fifteen per cent of your budget.’

Ten to fifteen per cent? That would be five hundred pounds straight away. And that’s if they don’t laugh at me down the phone.

Lou must have seen the face I’ve pulled about the wedding planner.

‘Why don’t you start with a wedding checklist?’ says Lou. ‘It’ll show you all the things you need to plan.’

‘Good thinking, Louise,’ says Jane, Googling it. ‘Gosh, I envy you, Penny, getting to plan your wedding. It was one of the happiest periods in my life.’

‘Just like being happily married is?’ I say before I can stop myself. The look that Jane gives me back tells me all I need to know. Perhaps what happened at the table was only the tip of the iceberg.

‘I think we’ve done enough wedding planning for the day,’ says Lou. ‘Jane, why don’t you tell us how your extension is going?’

I smile at Lou in relief. We both know that we’ll be in for a long report on the latest update of their house renovations to make a larger office and add an extra bedroom to their already five-bedroom house. But, to be honest, right now I’d listen to anything that doesn’t revolve around the disaster that is my wedding.
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Although the afternoon with Jane and Lou had utterly terrified me, it had started to make me think about how much I love Mark.

Seeing Jane and Phil snipping and snapping at each other not only made for an uncomfortable dining experience but also started to make me wonder.

I poke my head underneath Mark’s armpit.

‘You OK there?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, I think so. You’re always going to love me, aren’t you?’

‘I wouldn’t be marrying you if I wasn’t.’

‘No, I mean people change, and what if you fall out of love with me?’

‘I’m not going to. Where has all this come from?’

‘I was just thinking about it. And about how things seem to change when people get married, and you know we’re so happy not being married. Sometimes I just wonder if we should just stay unmarried and happy.’

Stay with me, people – this is my latest genius idea.

‘What, and spend the money on a fuck-off big holiday instead?’

Damn it. I hadn’t thought of that. If there is no wedding then Mark will still find out that the money’s gone.

‘No, I mean …’ God, what did I mean? ‘It’s just that I don’t think I want things to change.’

Mark sighs. ‘Is this about Jane and Phil?’

‘A little bit.’

‘Yeah, that’s been on the cards for a while. To be honest, I don’t even know why they got married in the first place. You know that Jane issued him with an ultimatum and told him that they had to get married or break up?’

No, I did not know that. I can’t believe that Mark has never told me.

‘Is that why they got engaged so quickly?’

‘Yeah, although he didn’t tell us until the stag do. By then it was too late to talk him out of it.’

Wowzers. I always thought I was desperate to have a wedding, but that takes it to a whole new level.

‘Look, Pen, you’re nothing like Jane, thank goodness. For starters, if you were we wouldn’t be getting married. But look, don’t get stressed about the wedding or our future. It’s just about us, OK? Just me and you. And it will always be just you and me.’

‘And our zillions of kids.’

Stage six! I use any opportunity to squeeze that in, just to see Mark’s eyes pop out of his head.

‘We’ll take it as it comes.’

I lie back against Mark’s arms. Perhaps it will be all right after all. I just need to get some perspective. So it isn’t going to be a spectacular extravaganza wedding like Jane’s, but she isn’t even happy. At least I know that whatever wedding Mark and I end up with, we’ll just be as happy as we are now.
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